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with three infantry-pure battalions to secure the high ground
overlooking the designated crossing sites, and 1o follow
these at first light with three armored task forces. The infan-
try mission was complicated by the requirement for the
three battlions to march up to 14 miles and to cross an un-
fordable river before they could seize and secure the decisive
terrain that dominated the crossing sites. The activities of
one of these three infantry battalions will illustrate how this
mission was accomplished.

Preparation and rehearsal were the keys to the battalion’s
success in this endeavor. Preparation began with an extensive
reconnaissance of the approaches, the river, and the cross-
ing sites. An analysis of this information led to the devel-
opment of atentativetactical plan that was refined through
battle simulations and sand table exercises, Simultaneous-
ly, the battalion intensified its night training, conducted
rehearsals at its home station, and augmented its physical
training program with forced marches of up to 10miles with
full field gear. All attachments participated.

The scheme of maneuver for this operation called for the
employment of three rifle companies (the fourth had been
detached for another mission) along three separate direc-
tions of attack, each of which extended from the line of
departure to the objective (see accompanying map). Cross-
country movement was to be exploited to the greatest possi-
ble extent to avoid contact and to reach the objective with
the least delay. Check points and phase lines were used to
control this movement as well as to gauge the progress of
the attack,

All vehicles were left behind in the attack position, and
their drivers and commanders participated in the attack with
their respective platoons. The entire antitank company (20
TOW systems) also remained in the attack position with in-
structions to move rapidly on order to pre-designated battle
positions where it could place overwatching antitank fires
along likely armor avenues of approach.

The mortar platoon was situated near the line of depar-
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ture and was to provide on-call indirect fire support; it was
also to displace to subsequent positions on order. The scout
platoon screened the battalion’s right flank with dismounted
elements that were actually in position before hostilities
began. Scout drivers and track commanders remained with
their vehicles so that they could link up rapidly with the dis-
mounted scout elements and move to forward screening
positions once the objective had been secured. Attached
engineer squads and Redeye teams accompanied each of the
rifle companies to support the river crossing and provide
first-light air defense.

The unfordable river ran parallel to the objective and
about 1,000 meters from it. The battalion’s plan called for
the attacking units to use rope bridges and three-man in-
flatable rubber boats (easily carried) to get across the river.
All three companies were to halt at a pre-designated phase
line near the river, inflate their boats, and begin the crossing
simultaneously.

Once the far bank was secured, the companies were to
work their way to their objectives by using infiltration
tactics, destroy any opposition, consolidate their positions,
and prepare to meet counterattacks. The company on the
left flank had an on-order mission to reconnoiter the bridge
at Schlierbach and seize it if it was intact and weakly de-
fended. The command group, also dismounted, was to fol-
low theleft flank company and monitor the progress of the
attack through reports of phase line crossings.

When its preparations were complete, the companies
moved out of the battalion attack position just after mid-
night and crossed the line of departure along the three
specified directions of dttack. As a result of its detailed
reconnaissance effort, its intensive intelligence gathering
work, and its thorough terrain analysis, the battalion had a
reasonably accurate picture of the disposition of the enemy’s
covering force elements. Therefore, the company com-
manders adjusted their routesto bypass those points where
enemy concentrations were expected.
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The attack proceeded on schedule all the way to the river,
with a single brief interruption when an enemy machinegun
opened fire on the right flank company. After a grueling
13-mile march through foot-deep snow, with each soldier
carrying a 60-pound rucksack, the three companies reached
their crossing site within 15 minutes of each other. To af-
ford the best surprise and protection, the crossing sites had
been selected specifically at points where no roads existed.
The boats were inflated and moved to the river, and the
soldiers began the crossing in groups of three at approx-
imately 0530, Thirty minutes later, all elements had crossed
undetected and regrouped to begin infiltrating the objective.

At this point in the operation, a fortuitous circumstance
occurred: *The reconnaissaice element from the left flank
company discovered that the Schlierbach bridge was intact
and only lightly defended. Since possession of this bridge
would expedite the passage of the follow-on armor units
.nd complicate the enemy’s withdrawal of his bypassed
covering force elements, the company was ordered to seize
it. Attacking both ends simultaneously, the company quick-
ly overwhelmed the defenders and took control of the
bridge. Leaving one platoon and its attached engineers to
protect the bridge, the company resumed its advance toward
its objective.

The battalion had divided its objective, which was the
ecisive terrain dominating the approaches to the river, into
three smaller company objectives, The companies moved
quickly toward their objectives, using great stealth and no
preparatory fire. All three attacking elements succeeded in
infiltrating their objectives and completely surprising the
defenders. They then conducted sweeps to clear their objec-
tives to the limit of advance, and each company established
contact with the unit on its flank. By 0730 the battalion
objective was declared secure and the follow-on armor task
force had a clear path across the Schwalm River.

Because the division commander’s intent was to get his
armor across the river rapidly, the battalion’s link-up with
its carriers was delayed until the enfire armor task force had
passed through the battalion’s position. Carrier link-up was
then accomplished later in the day by trucking the drivers
and track commanders back to the attack position and mov-
ing the carriers forward under the control of the company
executive officers to pre-designated link-up points. By 1400
the entire battalion had been reassembled and was ready to
continue the attack.

The night attack had been an unqualified success — it
had unhinged the opponent’s defense, forced the enemy to
make a premature commitment of his reserves, and ob-
‘tructed the withdrawal of the enemy covering force into its
main battle area position. The armor units were able to
penetrate deep into the enemy’s rear areas and disrupt his
entire defensive plan. By day’s end, the division’s lead

elements had reached a point some 30 kilometers from their
line of departure and had sustained comparatively few
losses in the process.

Several significant observations can be made as a result of
this successful operation. First, night is the ally of the infan-
tryman and negates many of the advantages enjoyed by a
defender who occupies good defensive terrain and has
sophisticated optics and weapon systems, Second, despite its
limited dismounted strength, a properly organized and
trained mechanized infantry battalion can use a night attack
to accomplish at small cost what would probably be a very
expensive endeavor during broad daylight. Finally, some
risks must be accepted if such an operation is to be con-
ducted with speed and stealth. Specifically, dismounted ele-
ments must rely upon medium-range Dragon antiarmor
fires until the TOW systems of the antitank company can be
brought forward, and infantrymen must be able to repel
counterattacks without their normal caliber .50 machine-
gun support and rapid maneuver capability until a carrier
link-up can be achieved. In this particular instance, how-
ever, the surprise and momentum achieved by the dis-
mounted night attack reduced these risks to acceptable
proportions.

The unsupported, nonilluminated, dismounted night at-
tack remains a highly effective and desirable part of our of-
fensive doctrine. To succeed, the tactical plan must be sim-
ple, thoroughly rehearsed, and vigorously executed. De-
tailed reconnaissance is absolutely indispensable in formu-
lating and executing the plan; without it, the risks inherent
in a night attack are magnified considerably.

Field Marshal Erwin Romme!l’s observations on this sub-
ject in Attacks lend additional credence to this precept:
“While the exhausted troops rested, the officers were untir-
ingly active in determining precise information regarding the
enemy and the terrain. Even after midnight they continued
reconnoitering.....Thus they created the basis for the suc-
cessful penetration....”’

There is no reason, therefore, to believe that only special
operations forces can conduct dismounted night attacks.
The mechanized infantryman, if he is well prepared to do
50, can also use his position in the combined arms team to
conduct successful night attacks.
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He was a company commander in Vietnam and
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structor at the Command and General Staff Col-
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